
  

Astrophysics in the US Virgin Islands 
An Enduring Legacy to Neil Gehrels’

 Committment to Diversity and Inclusion

David Morris
University of the Virgin Islands 

Gehrels Memorial Meeting, National Academy of Sciences, Washington DC, May 21-22, 2018 



  

Collaborators
David Morris (UVI):
Role: Physics program 
lead; Observatory 
Director; 

Brice Orange (OWIS):
Role: Observatory 
Operations Manager 

Bruce Gendre (UVI):
Role: VIRT resident 
astronomer

Dave Smith (UVI):
Role: Physics professor

Nino Cucchiara (UVI):
Role: Physics professor

Don Drost (UVI-retired):
Role: Physics professor

Timothy Giblin (USAF):
Role: VIRT installer and 
research collaborator

James Neff (CofC):
Role: VIRT installer and 
research collaborator



  

The University of the Virgin Islands

● Located at the border between the 
Caribbean sea and the Atlantic Ocean

● HBCU Founded in 1962 (as CVI: 2-yr 
school)

● Campuses on St. Thomas and St. Croix
● ~2300 students 
● Primarily USVI students (75%) with some 

US mainland and other Caribbean nationals
● Traditional majors of nursing, business, 

biology; recently engineering and physical 
science



  

The Etelman Observatory

“With imaginative planning and programming, 
this new unit of the college can become a 
significant extension of our educational 
service to the community.”



  

20th century Etelman Observatory



  

Installation of VIRT: 2003



  

Robotic telescopes around the world

● Opportunity in ~2000 to fill “gap” in world-wide follow-up of transients – particularly Swift
● But personnel turnover and technical challenges constrained progress in the 2000’s



  

Why Physics At UVI

● In 2015, we began a 4-yr B.S. in physics degree program at UVI

● First physics BS at UVI and one of just a handful of physics programs 
at HBCUs around the country



  

Impact of new personnel – 
on students

Prior to 2015, the 
Observatory had always 
been operated by a 
single astronomer who 
also was a full-time 
teaching faculty at UVI

2015/02 Observatory 
manager/Software 
Scientist hired

2015/04 Resident 
Astronomer/Robotization 
Scientist hired

2016/09 Two additional 
GRB researchers hired



  

VIRT’s first GRB

TITLE:   GCN CIRCULAR
NUMBER:  20598
SUBJECT: GRB 170202A: Etelman Observatory optical observations
DATE:    17/02/03 22:24:51 GMT
FROM:    Bruce Gendre at ASDC  <bruce.gendre@gmail.com>

B. Gendre (UVI), N. Orange (OrangeWave Innovative Science, LLC), D. Morris (UVI), A. Cucchiara (UVI), D. Drost (UVI), T. Giblin (USAF
Academy), J. Hakkila (College of Charleston), A. Klotz (IRAP), J. Neff (NSF), D. Smith (UVI), J. Staff (UVI), P. Thierry (Auragne Observatory), 
R. Watlington (UVI), and L. Wentlent (UVI) report:

We observed the field of GRB 170202A (Racusin et al. GCN 20575) with the 0.5m Virgin Island Robotic Telescope (VIRT) on February the 3rd,
starting at 3:16 UT (8.8 hours after the trigger), until 10:30 UT. We performed a series of exposures in the clear filter. The weather 
conditions were variable with a typical estimated seeing of 2".

We detected the afterglow observed by UVOT (Racusin et al., GCN 20575) on a combined image (spanning times from 10h to 11.92h after the 
trigger). Its magnitude, estimated by comparison to nearby USNO-B1 stars, was R = 20.8 +/- 0.3.

Further analysis is in progress.
Magnitudes have not been corrected for Galactic extinction. The VIRT is still in its commissioning phase.
This message can be cited.



  

VIRT GRB followup statistics
Since start of 
engineering run (12-
2016 to 07-2017):

36 GRB triggers 
received by software

All 36 successfully 
responded to by 
software

11 slewed to by the 
VIRT

8 VIRT observations 
on-sky

3 successful pointed 
observations

2 upper limits

1 detection
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VIRT followup of GW170817

VIRT 
detection at 
t
0
+2.4 days

Andreoni et. al., 2017



  

Students in the USVI are now introduced to astrophysics and the beauty of the Universe 
because of Neil Gehrels’ commitment to diversity and support of the next generation 



  

2017 Astrophysics Conferences at UVI

Generation-GW: Diving Into Gravitational Waves 
June 5-9, 2017

Unveiling the Physics Behind Extreme AGN Variability
July 10-14, 2017



  

Physics at UVI

The UVI Physics program is a testament to Neil’s support of young 
scientists and his belief in the importance of diversity and inclusiveness 
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